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INTERPRETING LANDSCAPES/PLACES/ARCHITECTURE: THE PLACE FOR 
HERMENEUTICS IN DESIGN THEORY AND PRACTICE 
Helen Armstrong 
 
Recently much has been written about hermeneutics, the theory of interpretation, and its 
application in design theory and practice. Traditionally hermeneutics developed as a means of 
practical translation of difficult religious texts and later of complex ethical and legal issues. In 
architectural, landscape and urban design worlds, the rise of postmodern thought and its links with 
post-structuralist linguistic theory has enabled hermeneutics to become the focus of endeavours to 
read and interpret the meanings embedded in contemporary places, given particular impetus 
because of the perceived alienation of many late 20th century cities.i In contemporary art practice, 
hermeneutics has also become a method for critical reflection about creative works. This 
discussion looks at the debates about the use of hermeneutics in the fields of architecture and 
landscape design. 
 
Locating Phenomenological Hermeneutics in Design Discourses 
Design, when seen as giving meaning to the everyday lived world, draws from meanings 
associated with ‘place’. In seeking to understand such meanings, design theory engages in forms 
of phenomenology, heuristic inquiry and hermeneutics. Although originating within the realm of 
philosophy, such methods are now widely used in post-structuralist scholarship where data are 
referred to as ‘texts.’ Phenomenological applications are seen in cultural studies, sociology, 
cultural geography, art and design. Phenomenology, a growing movement in these disciplines 
because it challenges the primacy of Cartesian logic and Hegel’s idea of absolute knowledge, 
broadly encompasses studies concerned with the essence of experience of the lived world .ii 
Heuristic inquiry is a variation on pure phenomenology in that it allows for the connectedness of 
phenomena and ‘creative syntheses’.iii Pure phenomenology brackets out the scholar/researcher, 
whereas heuristic inquiry allows the scholar/researcher to remain visible, ie. the essence of the 
‘person within the experience’ is allowed to remain.iv Heuristic inquiry also emphasises meaning 
and the role of the scholar as an essential component of the data. This opens a small space for the 
designer, especially the designer as reflective practitioner introduced by Schön.v 
 
Meanings associated with ‘place’ are often layered and complex, requiring skill in their 
interpretation. The study of interpretation, hermeneutics, occurs in those situations where 
meanings are encountered that are not immediately understandable, requiring disciplined reflection 
and a cyclic process between meanings and ‘text’ known as the Hermeneutic Circle. Snodgrass 
and Coynevi argue that this also occurs in the design process. There are, however, different 
degrees of acceptance of the use of hermeneutics in design as indicated by Freidman’s 
discussions in the Design Research Society web site.vii  Freidman is particularly critical of the 
appropriation of hermeneutics for post-structural critiques in design.  He states that ‘if one is to take 
a design outcome or an interview as text, then hermeneutical text criticism in its original form is far 
more relevant than the decentered critique idea of post-structuralism.’ Despite these different 
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positions, it is generally accepted that both phenomenology and hermeneutics can be used to 
reveal ‘meanings.’ 
 
Interpreting Concealed Meanings: Doing Phenomenology 
Pure phenomenology emerged with the writings of Edmund Husserl (1859 - 1938). He argued for 
the importance of returning to phenomena as they are consciously experienced without theories 
about their causes, and for observing such phenomena as freely as possible from unexamined 
preconceptions and presuppositions.viii  Husserl’s main concern was how we come to know the 
world. He explored this through the concept of ‘life world’ (lebenswelt) which is the world of every 
day experience expressed in everyday language. Husserl, nevertheless, considered his 
phenomenology as a disciplined science. He suggested forms of investigation which systematically 
dissected phenomena by processes of reduction into ‘essences.’ Through these processes, many 
facets of phenomena could be considered including multiple perceptions of a single phenomenon.ix  
 
Heidegger observed that a rigorous, but hermetic, investigation of the essence of phenomena 
precludes the unveiling of concealed meanings within phenomena.x He drew from hermeneutics, 
naming his form of investigation hermeneutic phenomenology. The different phases of 
phenomenology are summarised by Herbert Spiegelberg who has studied the evolution of 
hermeneutic phenomenology closely.xi The following table describes the various phases indicating 
similar forms of expression that are often used by designers when describing ‘black box’ creative 
processes where the designer/artist suspends belief in order to experience a sense of ‘essence’ 
about phenomena.  
 







Direct exploration, free from presuppositions; redeeming what was seen as unredeemable data; 
stimulating one’s perceptiveness about the richness of experience. 
Phenomenology of 
Essences 
Grasping the essential structures and essential relationships of phenomena; allows for the 
researcher’s imaginativeness as well as a sense of what is essential and what is accidental. 
Phenomenology of 
Appearances 
Cultivating attention to the way things appear and the changes in this appearance. It relates to 
the physicality of phenomena; heightens the  sense of the inexhaustibility of the possible 
perspectives one can have of phenomena 
Constitutive 
Phenomenology 
The process in which phenomena take shape in our consciousness. Exploring the dynamic 
aspects of our experiences. 
Reductive Phenomenology Bracketing the experienced world in order to give the researcher new perceptions of phenomena. 
Intellectual self-discipline and intellectual humility. 
Hermeneutic 
Phenomenology 
Looking for hidden meanings associated with phenomena. Directions and intentions rather than 
descriptions. 
 (after Spiegelberg)xii 
 
Interpreting Concealed Meanings: Hermeneutics 
Using hermeneutics to study landscapes/place/architecture opens the debate about who is entitled 
to use hermeneutics and what methods are involved. Phenomenology and hermeneutics are 
 2 
similar in their subject matter and methods, but they draw from different philosophical traditions. 
Phenomenology requires a presuppositionless state for the process of reduction whereas 
hermeneutics emphasises contextual fore-knowledge, often drawing from scholarly works of 
others.  
 
Debates About Hermeneutics 
In the 1970s there were many arguments around objectivity-subjectivity in interpretations of 
meanings and values, expressed as the difference between positivistic hermeneutics versus 
philosophical hermeneutics. Positivistic hermeneutics has a clearly developed set of rules in 
biblical studies.  In landscape/place/architectural studies, it could be said that a form of ‘positivist 
hermeneutics’ is employed by many heritage and cultural landscape theorists, whose 
interpretations about places and their value are derived from objective and rigorous forms of 
interpretation such as the processes used in the Burra Charter.xiii  
 
In philosophical circles, this positivist position is argued by E. D. Hirsch who puts forward a science 
of interpretation.xiv This is in contrast to phenomenological hermeneutics argued by the 
philosopher, H.G. Gadamer, who maintained that hermeneutics is not a science but an art of 
interpretation.xv  Gadamer maintained an anti-methodological stance, focusing his criticism on the 
techniques associated with rigorous phenomenology, which required scholars (interpreters) to 
remove their biases by the process described as ‘bracketing.’ He suggested that a process where 
one seeks to understand another’s horizons by abandoning one’s own involves a self-alienation 
that is the antithesis of understanding.xvi  
 
In terms of rigour, the validation of the scholar’s interpretation can be seen as the unfolding and 
reciprocal confirmation of successive interpretative explorations. So when the scholar opts for a 
given interpretation, it is not because it is known to be true, but because the scholar believes it to 
be the most appropriate one. Again Snodgrass and Coyne explore this in their development of the 
use of the Hermeneutic Circle in the design process.xvii 
Hermeneutic Methods 
The philosopher, Madison, argues for a position somewhere between the extremes of Hirsch’s 
positivist hermeneutics and Gadamer’s anti-methodological stand. He suggests that a “viable 
hermeneutics must allow for method.”xviii particularly when two researchers may disagree on the 
meaning of a text or interpretation of other media such as a landscape or building. He proposes 
that a satisfactory theory of hermeneutics should include criteria to adhere to in the actual work of 
interpreting.xix This allows for subjective interpretations but ensures that judgments arrived at are 
not gratuitous or the result of subjective whim. Instead, criteria facilitate rational judgments based 
on persuasive arguments. Such judgments or interpretations can be defended in that they embody 
or conform to certain generally accepted norms or principles.  
 
It is important to distinguish between literary texts that are complete as well as being well 
articulated, highly condensed expressions of meaning, ie, ‘eminent texts’xx and ‘texts’ derived from 
conversations in everyday life, often used in studies about people and place. It could be argued 
that ‘texts’ derived from design and creative works more closely resemble the eminent texts used 
in orthodox hermeneutics. Thus one needs care in drawing direct analogies with traditional 
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hermeneutics. Despite this, there are certain principles that are applicable regardless of the 
sources of the text, as shown in the following methodological table, generated from Madison's 
criteria for literary texts.  
Criteria for Interpreting Texts  
Criteria Text interpretations 
Coherence The interpretation must be coherent in itself; it must present a unified picture and not 
contradict itself. This hold true even if the work being interpreted has contradictions of its 
own. The interpreter must make coherent sense of all the contradictions. 
Comprehensive This concerns the relation of the interpretation in itself to the work as a whole. In interpreting 
texts one must take into account the author’s thoughts as a whole and not ignore works 
which bear on the issue. 
Penetration It should bring out a guiding or underlying intention in the text i.e. recognising the author's 
attempts to resolve a central problematic. 
Thoroughness A good interpretation should attempt to deal with all the questions it poses to the interpreted 
text 
Appropriate Interpretations must be ones that the text itself raises and not an occasion for dealing with 
one’s own questions. 
Contextuality The author's work must be seen in its historical and cultural context. 
Suggestiveness A good understanding will be fertile in that it will raise questions that stimulate further 
research and questions 
Agreement The interpretation must agree with what the author actually says. This is in contrast to 
reductive hermeneutics characteristic of Marxism or Freudianism. 
Potential The interpretation is capable of being extended and continues to unfold harmoniously. 
 (after Madison)xxi 
 
Madison stresses that these criteria are merely an articulation of what generally occurs in practice. 
This, however, does not mean that interpretations cannot be rigorously derived. As Madison says, 
rigorously derived interpretations are “an art in the proper sense of the term”.xxii  Similarly the 
interpretations do not need to be ‘universally and eternally valid.” They need only be generally 
accepted.  
The Significance of Metaphors, Tropes and Creativity  
Metaphor has increasingly assumed importance for applied hermeneutics. The essence of 
metaphor in a social sense is the understanding or experience of one kind of thing in terms of 
another. The pervasiveness of metaphors in everyday discourse suggests that they are critical 
mechanisms by which meaning is imbued. The power of metaphor for interpretive work related to 
landscapes/place/architecture lies in its ambiguity. The rhetoric of language allows the scholar to 
uncover tropes (metaphors, metonyms, synecdoche, etc) which encode meanings in texts. This is 
also true when reading landscapes/places/buildings. White, in his Tropics of Discourse, argues 
that the study of tropes can help us see the way people make sense of the world. He states that, 
“understanding is a process of rendering the unfamiliar… familiar, of removing it from the domain of 
things felt to be ‘exotic’ and unclassified into another domain of experience encoded [through 
tropes] to be… non-threatening, or simply known by association.”xxiii  Often designers go through 
the reverse process, seeking to make the familiar unfamiliar, hoping in the process to reveal other 
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dimensions in phenomena. Thus interpreting metaphors and tropes not only requires a strong 
knowledge of canons, it also draws from the interpreter’s creativity.  
 
Equally, creativity can play a role in more orthodox uses of hermeneutics, argued for strongly by 
qualitative researchers such as Patton, Sanderlowski and Smith.xxiv  The art of analysis or 
interpretation needs to allow for creative, exploratory, even playful ideas in order to be insightful. It 
is in this way that the leaps in imagination required to comprehend the world of others can occur. 
Building on the structuralists’ belief that culture is the act of encoding and that this encoding can be 
analysed like language, cultural theorists such as Barthes suggest that these signs or codes are 
not innocent in the meanings they generate.xxv The post-structuralists, in particular Derrida,xxvi have 
gone further by challenging habitual ways of thinking, particularly the use of binary opposites, to 
define phenomena. Derrida argued for an alternative space where hybridity and multiple meanings 
could be explored. Thus the braiding of hermeneutics, phenomenology and post-structuralism 
provides one of many ways of interpreting landscapes/place/architecture. Three ways in which 
hermeneutics has been explored in landscape design show what Freidman would possibly 
describe as examples of an undisciplined appropriation of the concept. They are presented for 
discussion. 
 
Hermeneutics and Landscape Design: Three Approaches. 
Seamless Connections Between Tradition and the Future: one argument for hermeneutics in 
design. 
 
In 1990, James Corner wrote two papers in the Landscape Journal, entitled “A Discourse on 
Theory I & II.”xxvii
xxviii
 He summarises landscape theory today as first a shift from the aesthetics of the 
18th century landscape tradition to the social pragmatism and eclecticism of the 19th century, then 
to the purist aesthetics of early Modernism, finally locating in the excessive positivism of the mid-
20th century post-war era. He argues that each of these shifts has “evolved directly from the 
fallacies of modern scientific thinking.”  
 
He locates the origin of this change with the moment, in the 17th century, when geometry and 
mathematics became new formal disciplines by “surrendering their metaphysical content”.xxix 
Around this time other disciplines were similarly affected because of the loss of power in religious 
metaphors. By the 19th century, religious metaphors were actively replaced by a new interest in 
everyday life and the evolving study, phenomenology. Corner suggests the final release of theory 
from sacred connections came with Nietzsche’s announcing the ‘Death of God’ and that ever since 
humans have been “the sole generators of our own being, meaning, and truth.”.xxx The effect of 
these changes was to separate and package different forms of knowledge, each of which moved 
further apart, becoming more autonomous and self-referential.  
 
Corner traces the effect of this in both architectural and landscape design theory where theory has 
been reduced to “a set of technical operations” based on Euclidean geometry.
xxxii
xxxi Symbolic 
associations no longer had primacy. Instead all humanities were seen as ‘subjective caprice and 
ambiguity”.  Not all theorists discounted the subjective; some saw the value of subjective 
responses and how they relate to the richness in the sensual world. However, Corner argues there 
was tension between these perceptions of theory and as a result two increasingly separate 
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theoretical poles developed–aesthetic theory and scientific thought. Aesthetic theory, however, 
was not free of rules. The rules were determined by an educated elite and designated as 
‘taste.’.xxxiii Corner argues that both these theoretical positions–rational scientism and aesthetics 
grounded in taste–were questionable. 
 
Landscape theory was located in the realm of aesthetics and the rules of taste throughout the 17
xxxiv
th 
and 18th centuries, gradually moving towards a kind of technical knowledge by the 19th century, 
foreshadowing the early Modern Movement and in the process losing the sense that landscape 
design was “an embodiment of ideas and knowledge, imaginatively expressive of a culture…”.  
By the 20th century, in art and architecture, despite being influenced by nature, there was a radical 
shift from mimetic representations of form. This included a move away from meanings towards the 
inspiration derived from ‘pure’ forms that could be manipulated within the limits of its own medium. 
Thus an aesthetic evolved where “form alone could motivate the content” and ‘space’ became the 
“supreme concept”.xxxv Corner suggests that in landscape design this approach was located in the 
science of perception.  As he points out, in terms of landscape in contrast to art and architecture, 
this required a concerted effort to suspend belief about the complexity of lived landscape in order 
to imagine a placeless landscape of ‘pure form.’ 
 
The theory associated with this shift used principles of Rational Purism, originality and novelty. 
Theory was used to explain why something should be–positivism–or to provide the knowledge 
(Corner calls it ‘know-how’) for the production of desirable works–a normative methodology. This 
was a far cry from theory in the classical sense. 
 




th century, landscape theory fell into the binaries of either positivist 
problem-solving, ecological mechanics and management or an aesthetic school of historicist and 
formalist doctrines. Corner provides a strong critique of contemporary landscape design as 
“aesthetic land-engineering, a mere service commodity trivialized to entertainment….”.  He 
states that this approach has resulted in landscapes that are “efficient, practical for the user, and 
aesthetically pleasing and yet often strangely empty, without depth, mystery….”  He adds, “In 
contemporary theory, a technological ‘ecology’ replaces poetic dwelling.”  Theory as the 
original mediation between the human and the divine, the immediate and the eternal appears to 
have ended, thus neutralizing the mythic and metaphoric depth of the natural and cultural worlds. 
 
Corner concludes his first essay by stating, “Symbols effectively relate the finite and mutable to the 
immutable and eternal, lived reality to ideas. Symbolization is thus the most fundamental operation 
constituting meaning for human existence. As an operation, it belongs primarily to the realm of 
metaphor and poetics, not to objective reasoning and algebraic equations.”xxxix He calls for a 
landscape architectural theory that finds its basis “in the realm of perception and the 
phenomenological, the essential origins of existential meaning.”xl 
 
Corner’s second essay, “A Discourse on Theory II: Three Tyrannies of Contemporary Theory and 
the Alternative of Hermeneutics,”xli suggests a way forward from the plight of contemporary theory 
and its resulting empty landscapes. He argues that in an era of Post-Modernism and Late 
Capitalism much of our built environment reflects alienation and estrangement and he asks if the 
theory of landscape architecture can address the “existential problems of our times.” Drawing from 
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Husserl, xliiixlii Heidegger,  Peres-Gomezxliv and Lyotard,xlv he argues that there is a need to 
transcend reductionism in order to realize a more “humane built environment” and that the primary 
problem of survival is “less a techno-biological one than an aesthetic and moral one.”xlvi 
 
As shown already, landscape design had traditionally been rich in interpretative gestures that 
sought to reconcile ‘the eternal with the moment’ and the ‘universal with the specific,’ an art which 
has been suppressed. Corner asks if it is possible to rebuild landscape theory so that it can occupy 
‘existential ground’? In order to do so, he suggests that the three predominant approaches to 
landscape theory, Positivism, Paradigms, and the Avant-garde, be challenged because of their 
“tyranny of control and closure.’xlvii 
 
Positivism is described as an empirical approach where logical syntheses will follow from 
comprehensive analyses of ‘facts.’ Its legitimacy is justified by “the illusion of humankind’s infinite 
capacity to explain, control, and put to work the forces of nature”xlviii whereas Corner describes its 
‘tyranny’ as the “assumption that factual data alone will automatically lead to a logical and credible” 
outcome.  This approach fails to recognize that all observations are value-laden. 
 
A theory based on paradigms believes that problems may be solved by looking at universal 
models. This implies that those who practise the discipline share a common view of culture and 
nature. Corner points out that landscape design has a history of paradigm shifts, each with its new 
principles, methodologies and models. As well, paradigms exist as ideologies as well as models. 
Paradigms as ideology exist within specific theoretical frameworks such as formalism, historicism, 
ecologism, or post-structuralism. According to Corner, this means paradigms are inevitably partial, 
only representing one way of looking at things. Paradigms as models are criticized by Corner 
because they are presented as a series of axioms for ‘successful’ landscapes. They become 
styles. 
 
The third theoretical area, the Avant-Garde, is one of intentional subversion of orthodoxies in order 
to develop radically new ideas. Originally political, the avant-garde rejected classical notions of 
beauty and harmony and the idea that nature was the “supreme metaphor for all art”.xlix However, 
there is an inevitable sequence where the original rupture “settles into a more paradigmatic 
disciplinary structure.”l Corner calls this an ‘evolutionary avant-garde,’ which is clearly different 
from the rupture originally intended by the avant-garde. He is alarmed by the neo-avant-garde 
assault on meanings, maintaining that they fail to present a ‘remedial vision.’ li He does not value 
their commitment to revealing the irreconcilable contradictions of our times. Others do not see their 
activities through this nihilistic lens.lii Because of the avant-gardist need for rupture, he asks “What 
of the lived continuity of culture?” He has, however, answered this question, as he has shown the 
avant-gardists inevitably become settled into paradigms, surely a form of cultural continuity. 
Because he feels that these three areas of theory are inadequate in terms of the complexity of the 
existential realm, he asks, “On what grounds may we discover an alternative [theory for landscape 
architecture]?” And he answers this by suggesting that it lies in the articulation of a critical (that is 
non-dogmatic) and interpretative attitude towards history, culture, tradition, nature, and art.liii He 
asserts that this approach embraces hermeneutics. 
 
Hermeneutics of landscape  
 7 
 
Corner poses three working assumptions for a hermeneutics of landscape; situational 
interpretation, the primacy of perception, and the ‘happening’ of tradition. 
 
Situational Interpretation:  
The practice of interpretation recognises that it will always be incomplete. Corner plays with 
the way interpretative processes can be “luminous and opaque,”’ “simultaneously light and 
shadow, giving and withdrawing,” where “the disclosure of one aspect necessarily conceals 
another.”liv In this process all previous understandings are recognized as having value, even if 
such interpretations have been discarded. He draws from Nietzsche in suggesting meaning is 
‘sedimented’ by culture through the processes of art and language. He also brings out the way 
interpretation differs from other theories in that it is relative and always responsive to particular 
situations and thus requiring flexibility. Because interpretation is situated and circumstantial, it 
never pretends to be more than one of many interpretations. Corner contrasts this with the 
other theories which tend to be ‘grand models or wholistic schemata.’(1991:126)lv He cites 
Gadamer’s (1981) observation that interpretations are “never completely definitive. 
Interpretation is always on the way.”’ lvi 
 
The Primacy of Perception:  
Corner proposes a second assumption for landscape hermeneutics based on the belief that 
‘primary knowledge’ can only be so if it based on ‘direct experience.’ In this assumption, he 
argues that there is a long tradition where the “arts have sought to unveil and make explicit the 
ideal (invisible) through an interpretation of the phenomenal world.”
lviii
lvii He argues that the most 
inspiring landscape designs have provided people with “a sense of meaningful belonging… 
while transcending earthly limitations.”  Because of the codes and languages through which 
landscape is culturally understood, we can understand the setting of our lives. He suggests it 
is this ‘direct experience’ of the setting that enables us to understand places. In other words 
the theory emerges from the places and therefore is significantly different from applying 
concepts derived from mathematical logic or rational planning. Corner’s concept of ‘direct 
experience’ includes engaging with the landscape through “imaginary drawings, models, 
artifacts, and the actual building of landscapes.” He reiterates “Only through the temporal and 




The “Happening” of Tradition:  
The third assumption involves a specific understanding of tradition. He argues against a fixed 
idea of tradition, instead suggesting that it is ‘continually unfolding’ and therefore ‘resistant to 
objectification’ and too fluid to be formalized and subject to repetition. For Corner, tradition is “a 
dynamic artifact, a result of human work and the accumulation of idea.”lx In arguing for this 
continuity he sees that a hermeneutic theory allows for “a responsible and critical theory” that 
reconciles previous values with those of our time where meanings can resonate between the 
past and the future. He suggests that to re-link modern culture to its heritage requires a “re-
mapping of history and tradition, namely to develop new meanings from a critical yet 
imaginative re-interpretation of the past.”lxi He sees the engagement of past and present as a 
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‘reconciliation practice.’ In doing this he feels such a theory is able to distance itself from “the 
enlightenment myth of progress… and from regressive conservative impulses.”lxii 
 
These three assumptions form the basis of Corner’s hermeneutics of landscape. In a period of late 
postmodernism, hermeneutics can be used in so many of the day-to-day situations which seem 
beyond comprehension and therefore require deep interpretation.  Hermeneutics opens up other 
bodies of knowledge to augment the theories of landscape design. Given the complexity of the 21st 
century world and its fluidity due to late Capitalism, orthodox theories, whether positivist, 
paradigmatic or avant-garde, are simply not adequate to encompass the issues. Corner argues 
that hermeneutics allows for the validity of subjective practices such as art, design, poetry and 
philosophy, alongside those endeavours verified by the methodological standards of science. 
 
Narrating Landscapes: a Second Argument for Landscape Hermeneutics 
Matthew Potteiger and Jamie Purinton in their book, Narrating Landscapes, suggest that although 
landscapes serve as the context for stories in literature and song, they can be considered as 
narratives in their own right.lxiii
lxvii
lxviii
 They say “Because stories sequence and configure experience of 
place into meaningful relationships, narrative offers ways of knowing and shaping landscapes not 
typically acknowledged in conventional documentation, mapping, surveys, or even the formal 
concerns of design.” lxiv  They suggest that since the 1980s, narrative has become the focus of 
many designs. They found designers “encoding a compendium of narratives from local histories to 
archetypal myths using strategies such as inscribing texts on footpaths, plotting sequences…” and 
so on.lxv They suggest that this is related to the historical and referential concerns of 
postmodernism. They are however, keen to go beyond literal representations in the landscape, 
suggesting that there are narratives “implicit in materials, in processes…”lxvi The point out that 
“Narrative is readily evoked in landscape design but often without a critical or theoretical base.”   
Instead, they suggest that one can draw from literary theory where the “metaphor of landscape as 
text, the idea of intertextual connections, multiple authorship, and the role of the reader in 
constructing meanings” all contribute to an interpretation of landscape.  
 
The Development of Narrative Theory 
Potteiger and Purinton point out that narrative theory now embraces a range of disciplines. To 
engage fully with landscape as narrative, they point out that we need to “reconceive narrative as a 
cultural system of signification”.lxix This opens the door to reading landscapes through post-
structuralism where there is not final meaning, but only multiple interpretations through a network 
of associations. Potteiger and Purinton indicate that “Instead of closure and depth, there is an 
infinite play of meaning across surfaces.” lxx In this climate of either “a deep system” or “infinite 
relativism,” the study of interpretations, hermeneutics, has obviously become revitalized. 
 
The use of tropes to construct meaning is fundamental. Potteiger and Purinton say that “The ability 
of tropes to shuttle back and forth from representations in one medium to those in another is 
especially relevant for transpositions between the verbal and the visual, temporal and spatial, 
narrative and landscape.”lxxi Four major tropes figure in the reading of landscapes: metaphor, 
metonymy, synecdoche, and irony. 
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The ways in which these tropes have been employed to layer meaning in landscape design go far 
back in history and continue to be applied in the present in intriguing ways. In terms of 
hermeneutics, it is the skill or art of interpretation that applies, both in the design act and by those 
who subsequently witness the designed landscape. As Potteiger and Purinton, because of their 
interest in narratives and myths embedded in the landscape, indicate”‘fictive realms’ ‘take place’ 
and are also ‘built into’ the fabric of ’real’ place” (1998:41).lxxii  They suggest these can be 
considered in terms of the relationships which exist between three aspects of landscape 
narratives: the story realm, the contextual/intertextual realm, and the discourse realm. 
  
The Story Realm 
This is the world created within the narrative–its content (the story) as well as the means 
used to tell the story (the narration). The story can be analysed according to the units 
used–the temporal order, place, character, agency, and point of view. Together they are a 
system of signification which conjures and sustains a believable story.  These basic 
structural components are shared by other narrative genres such as literary texts, films, 
paintings, etc. 
 
Framing the story acts as a boundary while also orienting the ‘reader’ to the kinds of story 
world they are entering, from the allegory of the 18th century garden to the chaotic layering 
of contemporary textual landscapes such as the Garden of Australian Dreams in the 
Museum of Australia, Canberra. In contemporary landscape design, the framing or context 
can also be represented as powerful natural processes, first introduced by the Land Artists 
in the 1960s. 
 
Within the frame, the story invariably begins as a state of existence which becomes 
metamorphosed in various ways from the cataclysmic, often alluding to nature, to the 
barely discernable. The metamorphosis or change is an event which is brought about by 
some kind of agency. Potteiger and Purinton explain this using the way Ovid’s 
Metamorphoses is manifest in the Villa Lante. 
 
Through the trope of metamorphosis in Villa Lante, gods represent forces of 
nature that become human and turn into stone sculptures. Cardinal Gambara 
himself is transformed into a force of nature through the symbol of the crawfish, a 
play on his name and the Italian word ‘gambero.’ The ‘water chain’ is a stylized 
cascade contained and controlled literally within the extended ‘arms’ of a 
crawfish.lxxiii 
 
Time and chronologies of events within the narrative enable many creative ways of 
compressing or extending ‘story time.’ Designed places have as many ways of 
manipulating the time it takes for the story to unfold as can be found in literature. Potteiger 
and Purinton use the design on the Indiana Dunes along the shores of Lake Michigan 
undertaken by Henry Cowles at the turn of the 20th century, an ecological narrative, as an 
example of the difference between narrative time and story time. 
 
 10 
… almost twenty thousand years can be summarized and experienced (read) 
during an afternoon’s walk. As you go from the active, shifting dunes by the 
water’s edge and walk inland, you cross a sequence of dunes and vegetation that 
increase in complexity and age. The time it takes to walk this route is the time of 




Stories are structured by the sequence of events, where causal links between events 
generate a plot. In spatial terms, the reader of the landscape moves from event to event 
but also is given views which can be laden with meaning. Movement through space can be 
random, whereas cleverly constructed views ensure the storyline is delivered in the 
desired sequence.  
 
The Contextual/Intertextual Realm 
The terms, contextual and intertextual, open up interpretative richness enabling meanings 
in designed landscapes to cross boundaries and connect with other narratives outside the 
site. So while it may appear that the story realm is well resolved and contained within 
satisfactory closure, in fact it is also in a wider contextual/intertextual realm open to 
multiple readings and connected to a myriad of other stories. In this realm, the control of 
the authority of the narrative shifts from what the designer intended to the way the 
‘readers’ see it, drawing from their particular cultural contexts.lxxv 
 
Intertextuality and its associated concept of multiple authorship highlight the importance of 
hermeneutics in the designed world. As Barthes has shown there is a potential limitless 
network of meanings in any text.lxxvi
lxxvii
lxxviii
 Potteiger and Purlinton point out this is equally 
applicable to designed landscapes. For some time cultural geographers have been 
exploring the text and intertextual metaphors involved in reading the landscape.  
However, unlike the Poststructuralists, who sought to reveal the instability of meanings, 
the cultural geographers looked at ways these different meanings could be clustered and 
located according to cultural groups or worldviews. They argue the scholarship and 
discipline associated with this falls within the realm of hermeneutics. As Potteiger and 
Purinton point out, there are ‘interpretative communities’ where certain groups have 
shared interpretative frameworks, including agreed codes and references.  Such a 
concept “maintains the plurality and fluidity of meaning but identifies limits to the endless 
play of signification”.”  
 
The Discourse Realm 
Landscape narratives can be discursive realms in which contested values, ideologies, and 
beliefs can be negotiated. As Potteiger and Purinton indicate, discourses are often found in 
institutions such as the church, the nation, law, medicine etc. Thus, through the discourse 
on contested values, new meanings can be considered but always within the constraints of 
context. The process of discourse and negotiation acts as a form of discipline in the nature 
of interpretation. Potteiger and Purinton show how ‘naturalizing discourse’ can be a way of 
achieving stability or consensus about meanings whereas ‘denaturalizing discourse’ can 
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become important critical acts which open out the discursive space. Deconstruction is 
seen as a radical form of denaturalizing the discourse.lxxix 
 
Hermeneutics in the Design Studio: a Third Position. 
The richness of knowledge generated in creative works and design studios is part of an exciting 
new realm of scholarship and research. This has been discussed in earlier papers.
lxxxi
lxxx It was noted 
that while the rationalist hegemony seeks to tighten the notion of research within the positivist 
paradigm, scholars in the creative arts are building on the fertile theoretical field in cultural studies 
by applying poststructuralist insights into the design process. Despite the power of the rationalists, 
there has been a growing shift in the concept of what makes up legitimate research in the late 20th 
century. The first major step away from the belief that research belonged only in the scientific 
domain came with the early qualitative work of Glaser and Strauss on grounded theory, which 
opened the door to legitimating subjective data and for making connections with a range of other 
areas of scholarly inquiry, particularly in the humanities.  There has also been a sea change in 
the creative arts’ scholarly activity, where scholars in the creative arts are undertaking innovative 
reflective research on their practice. It can also be argued that the intellectual richness of the 
creative process and the rigour embedded in advanced design studios are important aspects of 
this academic inquiry and need further development as scholarly discourse.  
 
Paradigms in design education and research were debated at the inaugural Emergent Paradigms 
in Design Education Conference in 1997. The conference provided a forum to consider the Design 
as Research concept, particularly in terms of the Refereed Design Studio.lxxxii
lxxxiii
 The concept of a 
Refereed Studio is based on the College of Heads of Australian Schools of Architecture (CHASA, 
now ASAA) guidelines for refereed creative works in architecture, including outstanding design 
studios.   The concept of The Studio as a Site for Design as Research was also explored at a 
workshop at Lincoln College, New Zealand, in August 1997. As a result of this workshop The 
Refereed Studio for landscape design was further refined. The landscape architectural program at 
Queensland University of Technology has been researching the design studio for the last four 
years, resulting in a web site where innovative designs for studios are posted. The senior 
landscape studios at QUT have provided an ideal site to begin this research, building on the 
particular profile of the student body, where senior students, many of whom are mature 
professionals, are graduates from diverse areas.  However, the main impetus for the changes in 
approaches to design theory and the design studio has been the changing nature of late 20th 
century design discourses and philosophical questions about the nature of knowledge.  
 
Snodgrass and Coyne, in their discussion of hermeneutics and design, argue for the validity of its 
use beyond the orthodox sense of interpreting texts because its processes are ‘universal.’ They 
point out, 
 
[Hermeneutics] operates not only in the understanding of languages and texts, but in every 
act of understanding. …understanding and experience are in constant interaction. Our 
self-understanding affects our understanding of all other things. All understanding is self-
understanding…. The hermeneutical structure acts in every kind of experience-gathering 




Embracing Changing Knowledge Paradigms 
My earlier paperslxxxvalso explored some of the changing knowledge paradigms and how they were 
embraced in the design studio.lxxxvi
lxxxvii lxxxviii
lxxxix
 The particular role of the Russian Constructivists was also 
noted.  As indicated earlier, Corner,  in his concern for a landscape research culture, has 
reservations about the role of the avant-garde and their disruptive agenda in landscape design, 
including the critical reflections about this process.  One can argue that the design studio 
provides rich potential for developing the new knowledge paradigm where, using the 
deconstructed field as a site of reflexive activity, exciting new ideas are emerging as designed 
form. This challenges some theorists’ fear that “intellectualisation will be the only outcome of 
postmodern thought,”.xc In the case of landscape design, by engaging with contemporary art 
practice and its role as a witness of societal issues of importance, design can expand from its 
limited credo of stewardship of the land or the provision of aesthetic amenity. The techniques 
associated with the avant-garde Surrealists, now richly informed by postmodern cultural theory, 
enable the design studio to engage in social and environmental concerns in a different way.  
 
In Conclusion 
This paper seeks to add to the discourse about hermeneutics and design.  By looking at the 
changing role of hermeneutics from biblical studies to philosophical discourses on how we 
understand ourselves in the world, it is possible to see the close links between the art of 
interpretation and the art of design. Although there are debates in the Design Research Society 
about the use of hermeneutics in design, Snodgrass and Coyne argue cogently about how the 
process of design is an example of the hermeneutic circle.  Corner, as a design theorist, sees 
hermeneutics enabling landscape design to move seamlessly from tradition to the future.  Others 
link the interpretative potential within the act of designing with literary techniques.  Finally, the 
design process in advanced design studios is a further area rich in hermeneutic potential. 
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